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A GUIDE TO THE LEGISLATIVE CHAMBER 


Welcome to the Ontario Legislature, the place 
where past and present meet. 


In this 19th century building, which opened April 
4, 1893, Members of Provincial Parliament 
(MPPs) and the staff of the Legislature work to 
serve the residents of Ontario as they proceed into 
the 21st century. 


Details of the Legislative Building and the 
Queen’s Park complex are provided in compan- 
ion brochures. These are available through Parlia- 
mentary Public Relations or your MPP’s office. 
This booklet is designed to take a look at the 
general procedures used in the Legislative Cham- 
ber and those who contribute to the legislative 
process. 


Generally, there is a definite way of doing things 
in the Legislative Chamber. This process is de- 
fined by rules which maintain order in the on- 
going day to day business of the Legislature, thus 
allowing Members of Provincial Parliament 
(MPPs) to put forward all ideas in an orderly 
fashion. As you sit here in the Public Gallery, we 
will try to give you a general idea of the various 
procedures and events which take place in the 
Legislative Chamber. 


The Public Gallery has both an east and west 
section, so you may choose to watch MPPs of the 
governing party or those of the opposition parties. 
These terms are defined later in this booklet. 


THE ROLE OF THE LEGISLATURE 


As a visitor to the Legislature, you may well won- 
der how a typical day unfolds in the Chamber and 
what role your Member plays. We can begin to 
answer this question by identifying the functions 
and roles legislatures play in British-style parlia- 
mentary democracies. The Ontario Legislature is 
based on this style of democracy, with decisions in 
the Chamber made using precedents established 
here and before that at Westminster, the home of 
Britain’s government. 


The most obvious function of the Legislature 1s to 
pass laws. Elected governments are responsible 
for public legislation. 


Another function of a legislature is its ‘‘power 
over the purse”, in other words it controls the 


appropriation and expenditure of public money. 
While a government may spend money, it must 
account to the legislature for its financial 
operations. 


Related to this is the third principal function ofa 
legislature — namely to ensure that government is 
held accountable for its stewardship of public af- 
fairs. In this context, the legislature scrutinizes 
government administration, criticizes public 
policy and seeks the redress of individual 
grievances. 


In addition, a legislature also has several other 
roles. 


The governing party must be able to sustain the 
government in office. That is, it must be able to 
command the support of a majority of MPPs of 
the Assembly. 


The Chamber is one place which provides the 
opposition with the opportunity of presenting it- 
self as an alternate government. 


While subjecting the government policies and ad- 
ministration to public scrutiny, the legislature, 
through the MPPs, provides a forum of expressing 
the concerns of individuals, regions and 
organized groups. 


The Chamber also is one place which provides 
links between the general public, parties, 
organized groups, private members and Ministers 
in a network of relationships through which infor- 
mation on public matters is exchanged. It also 
serves as a forum of debate that informs MPPs — 
and thereby the population of Ontario — on pub- 
lic policy. 


Now let us turn back to the day to day practical 
level. Generally, a MPP’s time will be split be- 
tween attending to the business of the House by 
participating in various debates; participating in 
meetings of all MPPs from the same political 
party (called caucus meetings); sitting on various 
assigned committees of the Legislature; and re- 
turning to his or her constituency to deal with 
many concerns, problems and grievances of 
constituents. 


Therefore, you may not, on this visit, see your 
MPP in the Chamber. However, he or she is still 


working at representing constituents. These men 
and women work at their job 12 months a year and 
spend many long hours in the service of Ontario 
residents. 


THE LEGISLATIVE CHAMBER 


The Legislative Chamber looks today very much 
like it did when the building was finished in 1893. 
This is the second home of the Legislative Assem- 
bly, since Canada’s Confederation in 1867. 


However, the government met in several loca- 
tions in Toronto and throughout Ontario from the 
1790s until the opening of this building. Looks are 
deceiving since major renovations have been 
made in the Chamber over the years, while still 
keeping its architectural integrity. Recently the 
Chamber was renovated with the installation of 
televised proceedings in 1986 and the redrawing 
of the electoral boundaries which added five seats 
to the House in 1987. 


A key player in the Chamber is the Speaker, who 1s 
nominated by the Premier and chosen by the 
other elected representatives of the Legislature. 
The Speaker is considered to be above the daily 
partisan political affairs and it is his or her job to 
uphold the Standing Orders, or rules of the House. 
Sitting in a chair that dates from the 1870s, under 
the Royal Coat of Arms, the Speaker ensures that 
the business of the House is conducted fairly and 
efficiently. 


The Standing Orders are the rules which the 
MPPs themselves have adopted for the govern- 
ance and administration of the House. Their prin- 
cipal aim is to ensure that the business of the 
House is conducted 1n an orderly manner, that all 
MPPs have an opportunity to participate and de- 
bate an issue, and that they conduct themselves 


properly. 


The Speaker has the power to interpret the Stand- 
ing Orders, although he or she can be challenged 
by an appeal to the House. He can expel MPPs for 
not complying with Standing Orders. He ensures 
the decorum of the House and through the Ser- 
geant-at-Arms, protects the Chamber from dem- 
onstrations and other disturbances. The Sergeant- 
at-Arms sits in the centre aisle near the main 
doors of the Chamber. 


Immediately above the Speaker’s Chair is the 
Press Gallery. It is from here that the men and 
women of the media cover the happenings of the 


Legislature and file their reports for the news- 
papers, radio and television stations they 
represent. 
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The under gallery on both sides of the Speaker’s 
chair is for staff members of Ministers and MPPs. 


As we pointed out earlier (and it is probably where 
you are currently sitting) these seats on the east 
and west side of the Chamber are called the Public 
Galleries. It is from here that most visitors gener- 
ally watch the proceedings of the Legislature. 


The Gallery running along the north side of the 
Chamber (the one above the MPPs’ seats directly 
opposite the Speaker’s chair) is the Speaker’s Gal- 
lery which is used for special guests. The east and 
west galleries under the Speaker’s Gallery are used 
by MPPs for special visitors. 


Passes are required for access to all the Galleries. 
Passes for the Public Galleries may be obtained 
through Parliamentary Public Relations, situated 
in the main lobby of the Legislative Building. 


Assisting the Speaker in his presiding role is the 
Clerk of the Legislative Assembly who sits at the 
head of the large table in the centre of the Cham- 
ber. The Clerk and the Clerk Assistants provide 
procedural advice to the Speaker and to the 
MPPs. More specifically, the Clerk and his assist- 
ants are responsible for preparation of formal 


An overview of the Legislative Chamber 


A — The Speaker; B — The Press Gallery; number of seats won during the last election, 
C — The under gallery (where staff members of Government members also sit on the west side of 
Ministers and MPPs sit); D — The East Public the Chamber); I — The Official Opposition; 
Gallery; E — The West Public Gallery; F— The J — Members of the Third Party; K — Hansard 
Speaker’s Gallery and its under galleries; reporters; L — Sergeant-at-Arms. 

G — The Clerk of the House and the Clerk Assist- (Photo — Sandra Russell) 

ants; H — The government party (because of the 


minutes of the proceedings, which are printed in 
Votes and Proceedings, a daily official record of 
decisions as well as motions put forward by the 
Assembly. They also have control over the clock 
which keeps track of the time alloted for the vari- 
ous parts of the daily routine. 


The Table Clerks also prepare the Orders and 
Notices (commonly called the Order Paper) which 
may be considered as the long-term agenda of 
what the House still has left to do. This daily 
material also records written questions of Minis- 
ters by MPPs, bills, and resolutions. There is also 
a daily Business Paper which lists those matters 
proposed for the consideration of the House on a 
particular day. 


You will also notice the young men and women 
who take an active part in the work of the Cham- 
ber. These 22 Pages are chosen from all over 
Ontario to work during part of a Session of the 
Legislature or about five weeks. They are Grade 
seven and eight students who have an average of 
at least 80 per cent. The adults are called Attend- 
ants and they help supervise the Pages and also 
assist in the smooth operation of the House. 


WHO’S WHO IN THE CHAMBER 


As promised, we will now talk a little bit about the 
makeup of the Legislature. Sitting to the right of 
the Speaker are the members of the party forming 
the government. This is the party which has won 
the majority of the seats in the most recent general 
election, or which has the support ofa majority of 
the members of the House. It is led by the 
Premier, who is surrounded by his key ministers. 


To the left of the Speaker are seated members of 
Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition. The party with 
the second largest number of elected members is 
called the Official Opposition. In the British tra- 
dition, the term “loyal Opposition” indicates that 
though the opposition MPPs are opposed to the 
Government, they remain loyal to the Crown. 
The Leader of the Official Opposition sits almost 
directly opposite the Premier. 


Also seated to the left of the Speaker, but farther 
down in the Chamber, are the members of the 
Third Party, that is, the party having the third 
largest number of MPPs. 


You will notice that a key player in managing the 
affairs of the House is the Government House 
Leader. This person is responsible for the order of 


House business on a day to day basis. What bills 
will be called for second and third reading, what 
committee reports will be debated and when, are 
matters that are at the discretion of the Govern- 
ment House Leader. In more technical terms, the 
Government House Leader has control over 
scheduling most of the items listed in the Orders 
and Notices. 


In Ontario, the Government House Leader usu- 
ally does not act alone on these matters. The two 
opposition parties also have their House Leaders, 
who, in cooperation with the Government House 
Leader, decide what business the House will con- 
sider on a day by day basis. At weekly meetings, or 
more often if required, they decide House busi- 
ness a week in advance, thereby giving all MPPs 
notice of what business will be conducted, so that 
appropriate preparations can be made. 


Also sitting at a desk in the middle of the Chamber 
are the Hansard reporters. While all remarks in 
the Chamber are electronically recorded, these 
reporters keep track of any comments or interjec- 
tions so that a full text of the debate may be 
printed. 


Earlier the Standing Orders were mentioned — 
the rules which govern the operation of the 
House. These rules set out the days and times of 
House sittings — currently Monday to Thursday 
from 1:30 to 6 p.m. and Thursday mornings from 
10 a.m. to 12 noon. 


The Standing Orders include the requirement that 
20 MPPs must be present to constitute a quorum 
for the conduct of House business. These Orders 
detail the rules governing debate, which must be 
conducted in an orderly and efficient manner, 
without recourse to abusive or unparliamentary 
language. There are also rules governing the way 
MPPs can respond to each other in debate. For 
example, MPPs cannot interrupt the Speaker, or 
interrupt another MPP who is speaking. 


Having generally discussed these Standing Or- 
ders, now let us outline how this operation works. 


A TYPICAL DAY IN THE HOUSE 


On a typical day, a sitting of the House begins at 
1:30 p.m. with the entrance of the Speaker, pre- 
ceded by the Sergeant-at-Arms carrying the Mace, 
and followed by the Clerk and his assistants. For 
five minutes preceding this time, the bells calling 
the MPPs to the Chamber are rung. 


When the Mace is placed at the end of the Clerk’s 
Table, the Speaker reads the Prayers. 


The next part of the business of the House is called 
Routine Proceedings. It begins with Members’ 
Statements, a period of 10 minutes when any 
MPP, except a Minister or party leader, can make 
a statement for 90 seconds on any topic of his or 
her choice. Members of each party are given, ona 
rotating basis, an opportunity to make a 
statement. 


Next comes Statements by the Ministry — lasting 
no more than 20 minutes — and Responses — 
lasting no more than 10 minutes (five minutes for 
each opposition party). Here a Minister can make 
a short factual statement relating to government 
policy, ministry programs, or some other action 
of which the House should be informed. Once the 
Ministers have concluded, a representative or 
representatives of each of the recognized opposi- 
tion parties can respond to ministerial 
statements. 


Now comes the liveliest part of the day — Oral 
Questions — or Question Period as it is popularly 
known. This 60 minute period begins with two 
questions from the Leader of the Official Opposi- 
tion followed by two questions from the leader of 
the other opposition party. The leaders are usually 
given two supplementary questions for each ini- 
tial one. 


Thereafter, MPPs of all parties can ask questions 
on a rotating basis. This period is considered “op- 
position time”, at least by the opposition parties, 
though a few Government backbenchers receive 
recognition from the Speaker to ask questions of 
their own ministers. The term backbencher refers 
to all MPPs who are not Ministers of the Govern- 
ment or, if from an opposition party, those who 
are not designated as holders of specific positions 
such as Leader or Whip. 


Questions can also be asked in written form. 
These are placed in the Orders and Notices and the 
Government is required to answer them. 


Following Question Period comes the presenta- 
tion of Petitions. A member can present a petition 
from any resident in Ontario addressed to the 
Lieutenant Governor and the Assembly. Peti- 
tions ask the Government to do something on 
behalf of the public. However, a petition cannot 
ask the Government to spend or grant money. 
Petitions are generally not debated in the House, 
although the Government is required to make a 
response to a petition in two weeks. 


Reports of Committees are the next Routine Pro- 
ceeding. Standing or select committee reports are 
presented to the House by the Chairman of the 
committee and deal with recommendations on 
bills, expenditure proposals and matters of gov- 
ernment policy. 


These reports are then tabled — meaning no de- 
bate; or a debate can be requested, which means it 
will be placed in the Orders and Notices (Order 
Paper) or the Chairman can ask that the report be 
adopted by the House. This last requires not only 
debate in the House, but also requires the House 
to decide whether to adopt the report’s recom- 
mendations on some matter. 


A motion to adopt the report should ordinarily be 
the start of a debate on the report. However, this 
debate is usually adjourned for some future time 
and the adjourned debate is placed on the Order 
Paper until the Government House Leader makes 
a recommendation. 


The next part of Routine Proceedings, Motions, 
deals with motions with respect to the technical or 
adminstrative procedures of the House, including 
membership of committees, motions for times for 
meetings or adjournment of the House. 


Finally, the last item during Routine Proceedings 
is the Introduction of Bills. At this point, all bills, 
no matter what type, can be introduced. A mem- 
ber stands in his or her place and asks leave of the 
House to introduce a bill and have it read a first 
time. 


After the completion of Routine Proceedings, the 
House takes up its main work as outlined in the 
daily Business Paper (formally called Orders ofthe 
Day). On a typical day these Orders could list 
second or third reading of a bill, resumption of 


debate on Government proposals such as the 
Budget or the Speech from the Throne, or a com- 
mittee report. 


If while you are in the House, you hear the bells 
ringing, it could mean a quorum is lacking, so the 
business of the House cannot be conducted until 
the necessary 20 MPPs are in the Chamber. The 
bells are also rung to summon MPPs for a vote. 
They will stop ringing only when everyone neces- 
sary 1s in his or her seat. 


SOME BACKGROUND 
INFORMATION 


We hope we have given you some idea about the 
operation of the Legislature and the role of your 
MPP. It is through an understanding of this pro- 
cess that we can all participate more fully in the 
development of this province. Please feel free to 
come again soon. 


Since October, 1986, the proceedings of the Legis- 
lature are broadcast on television. Now, gavel-to- 
gavel coverage is provided by a Parliamentary 
television service (ONT PARL) via satellite to 
cable stations in Ontario. Please consult your lo- 
cal cable station for more information. Simul- 
taneous interpretation in English and French is 
also provided. 


The Legislative Building is open to the public and 
as we noted earlier, access 1s available — by pass 
= to the Public Galleries when the Legislature is 
sitting. 


Free tours in English, French and several other 
languages are available of the Building and the 
Chamber weekdays from September to May and 
seven days a week from the Victoria Day weekend 
in May to Labour Day in September. These ser- 
vices are a few of the many provided by Parlia- 
mentary Public Relations. If you have any ques- 
tions, please write to: 


Parliamentary Public Relations, 

Room 191, Legislative Building, 

Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 
Queen’s Park, Toronto, Ontario 

M7A 1A2 : 


Or telephone (416) 965-4028 
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